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EATH DEFERRED 



By Luke Thomas 



FOR the first time in all his seventeen years 
of life, Danny Hughes dreaded the coming 
of spring. For in the spring, when the steel 
grasp of winter relaxed, and the snow began 
to leave the Black Hills, he was going to die. 
The man who was going to kill him, Buck 
Horsley, was working with him now. He was 
dredging rock and sand out of the hole in the 
thick ice covering the stream. • 
Buck was a heavy, thick set man with cruel 
eyes set close together. All winter he had gone 
unshaven, and now a thick tangle of black 
beard masked half his face. He never smiled, 
but sometimes when he sneered at Danny, he 
showed long, yellow teeth. He showed them 
now as he left his own hole and walked toward 
the boy. 

"You ain't working very hard," he grated. 
He kicked at the little pile of glittering sand 
Danny had taken from the river that morning. 
"I can do better than that with one hand. 
You're stalling, kid! You been stalling ever 
since yer uncle died, and I ain't liking it none! 
We come here to dig gold, and we're going to 
get gold! Ain't my fault the pneumonia got 
yer uncle, and that we got frozen in for the 
winter. Or that there ain't nothing to do but 
work and eat and sleep! We're getting rich, 
ain't we? Or we would if you'd stop your loaf- 
ing and bend yer back!" 

Danny had always hated a lie. but he had to 
lie now. It was for time, for a little longer to 
live. Buck didn't know that Danny knew what 
he was up to. Until he did suspect, or until 
the spring came and they could get out of this 
frozen trap, Danny was safe. Buck needed him 
until then. Two men could mine more gold 
than one man! Two men could fill the fat little 
leather pokes that Buck planned on taking 
a-way with him — alone! 

Danny said, "I'm doing the best I can, Buck. 
My hole isn't as rich as yours. It's getting so 
that lately I hardly get more than a couple of 
ounces a day. You got no call to say I don't 
work hard." 

For a moment Buck stared at him. Against 
the black beard hrs skin showed slack and gray 
with fatigue. 

"He's not getting much sleep lately," Danny 
thought with a little chill of terror. "It must 
be getting him at last, watching me every 
minute like a hawk after a rabbit. Is this it? 
Is he going to kill me now?" His grip tight- 
ened on the long handled shovel he held. He 
■ ■■la ftfht, all right, but h* knew it would 



be useless against the man's brute strength. 
He would just have to die fighting. 

Buck spat into the snow. "I got a call to 
say anything I want, kid. But we ain't going 
to argue it now. Just get back to work and 
make that pile of dust grow before sundown!" 
He turned and walked back to his own dig- 
E in g 8 - 

Even through the heavy gloves he wore 
Danny felt his fingers trembling on the handle 
of the shovel. His knees were weak and there 
was a coldness along his spine. Buck was be- 
coming suspicious, was wondering if Danny 
knew his scheme! Probably, had not greed won 
out, the man would have killed him a moment 
ago. Out of the corner of his eye Danny 
watched the big man working downstream. 
Buck was greedy and he wanted all the gold 
he could get. So Danny lived yet. 

The boy fingered the gold dust in the pocket 
of his breeches, where he had managed to hide 
it. Then, when the day was almost over, he 
would go to the cabin sitting back in the clump 
of stark, black cottonwoods. Once in the cabin 
he had to move like lightning, putting the dust 
into the hiding place he had selected. Some- 
times he had a minute, sometimes a little more. 
Then Buck entered the cabin after him, cast- 
ing suspicious glances in Danny's direction, 
his eyes going to the old shotgun over the 
fireplace. 

It was the only weapon in the camp, that 
ancient shotgun. Danny's uncle, when he had 
hired Buck as a hand, had insisted that the 
man bring no weapons with him. A wise move, 
but his uncle's death had canceled it out. The 
day after the burial, when Danny had looked 
for the single box of shells, they were gone. 
He had searched high and low, but no shells. 
When he asked Buck about them the man 
looked at him strangely, and with his usual 
sneer said. "Don't know nothing about them 
shotgun shells! Weren't in my keeping, was 
they?" 

Then a day or so later, Danny's snowshoes 
had disappeared. Without snowshoes it would 
be suicide for anyone to try to reach the near- 
est cabin fifty miles away. He knew he was 
doomed then. Buck had the shells, hidden 
away until he needed them, and winter held 
the boy a prisoner until that time came. 

Lying on his bunk that night, watching the 
fire slowly dying, Danny almost wished that 
Buck would get it over with. For weeks now 
he had been the trembling mouse, and Buck 
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the cat. Danny grinned sourly to himself — 
he was a slave kept alive so he could mine 
gold for Buck. Leaving the shotgun on the 
peg was just another of Buck's cruel jokes — 
it was no good without the shells, unless you 
could use it at a club. But Buck would never 
jive him a chance to do that. Buck was always 
behind, always watching, hardly ever sleep- 
ing. He never entered or left the cabin with- 
out first looking to see where Danny was, 
and he never let the boy get behind him. And 
when spring came . . . 

Buck seemed to have read his thoughts. He 
•poke now from his place before the fire. 

"Seemed to me there was a sniff of spring 
in the air today, kid. She ought to be break- 
ing up soon. Then we can take our gold and 
get out of this blasted hole. Have us some 
fun in town. Only you got to work harder, 
or your poke ain't going to be very fat, kid. 
Hey, kid do you bear me?" 

Danny feigned sleep. There was nothing to 
•ay to Buck. There was nothing to do but 
hope, and to cast desperately around for some 
way out at the last. Every day, every hour, 
every minute that ticked away might be his 
last. Unless someone stopped by the camp, 
some trapper, perhaps, or another miner. And 
that, Danny knew, was the faintest hope of all. 

Two weeks passed. Danny worked hard, 
always managing to conceal the real size of 
his daily haul, and always managing to hide 
it in the cabin, in the place that Buck would 
never think of looking. The days were a little 
warmer now, and Buck's eyes rested more and 
more on the shotgun. 

One day Buck moistened his finger and held 
it aloft to the breeze. "Chinook," he said, 
"right out of the south. Sure won't be long 
now, kid. Let's see you put yer back into" that 
•hovel. I ain't wanting to stay here a day 
longer than necessary." 

That night Danny decided to gamble. Why 
not, he thought? It's only a matter of hours 
now until he kills me. He won't wait until the 
•now is all gone, until there is a chance of 
someone coming to the camp. By the time 
spring is really here he'll want me dead and 
safely under the ground. It's got to be tonight. 

When Buck started to snore Danny got cau- 
tiously out of his bunk. The rotting puncheon 
floor creaked beneath him. Embers, drowsing 
in the fireplace, sent ruby fingers of light up 
the wall, touching the shotgun and making it 
glint. "I'd give every ounce in my poke," 
Danny thought, "for just one shell. For just 
One!" 



He tiptoed toward th* door. If he could get 

outside, dive into the mow hillocks beyond 
the river, he might have a chance. Not much 
of a chance, because it was fifty milea to 
safety, and it was •till winter in the land. But 
here he had no chance at all. Better to risk 
it . . . 

"You going somewhere, kid?" It was Buck, 
wide awake, leering at him in the half dark. 

Danny stammered, glancing wildly around 
for a weapon. There could be no further delay 
now, he knew. This was the moment he had 
been dreading for so long. Buck knew that 
he knew! Buck would have to kill him tonight! 

The boy tried to keep his voice firm. "Please, 
Buck! Let me go. I — I won't make any trouble 
for you. I promise. You can have my share 
of the gold. too. Just let me leave now!" It 
was sniveling, and Danny knew it, but he was 
so afraid. So helpless. If only he were a little 
bigger, a littler stronger, or had a weapon! 

It was Buck who had the weapon. The Bhot- 
gun! He took it down from over the fireplace, 
broke it, and from his trouser pocket took a 
couple of shells. In the eerie gleam of the fire 
his face was cruel. He cocked both barrels of 
the gun with a snick — snick. 

^^■»70U ain't going to go nowhere* kid. 

A Except out there beneath that snow. 
Should have done it long ago, since you ain't 
mined enough gold lately to pay fer keeping 
you alive! I was a fool to delay it this long, 
but_that's all over With you out of the way 
maybe I can get me a good night of sleep." 

"No," said Danny. "Don't . . ." He saw the 
determination in the man's eyes, and stopped. 
Might as well die like a raan! Wasn't any 
harder that way So Buck was going to use 
the shotgun after all. Well . . . 

Buck pulled the trigger. There was a blind- 
ing flash and a roar Smoke filled the cabin. 
A man screamed in anguish. 

Danny went to where Buck was groveling 
on the floor. With a rope he tied the man hand 
and foot. Then he attended to Buck's face. 

"I reckon," he said, "that those eyes of yours 
will be all right after a spell. You'll be able 
to see the bars." 

Later, as he made preparations for leaving 
the cabin for help, Danny thought how lucky 
for him that Buck had decided on the shotgun. 
The one place where Danny could have hidden 
his gold dust safely — in the barrels! But, the 
boy thought, rag stuffing and a few pounds 
of gold dust will make any gun explode when 
you try to fire it ! 

THE END 
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howdy, pakdnehs : 

hebe (t is our letter get-together time 
again, and i'm plumb bubbling over to tell you about 
wh«t i saw the other day up in the mountains. 

black jack and i were' loping along at an 
easy gait whew suddenly x heard a screech comb 
splitting out of the sky above amd there was a 
hawk twisting and screeching fit to bust as it came 
plummeting down, dodging this way and that through 
the trees. suddenly it swooped to the ground and 
plopped over, plums tuckered out and nigh about 
readv to die . it was then that i saw what was 
really going on. a little humming bird had 
piodem that 81(5 hawk plums out of the sky/ 

seeing as how a hawk is a pure killer, 
through and through amd a humming bird is about 
half the size op mv uttle finger, and certainly 
not a bully, i just couldn't help splitting my facb 
horizontal in a broad grin of admiration for 
its sheer pluck. that little humming bird had 
what it took and plumb used iti the size of. 
the hawk and its fierce, killer. heart couldn't 
match the courageous little humming bird's 
speed amd maneuverability and its will to 

meet oops and win i it had been srainy 

enough to pick out ths hawk's weak spot and then 
plumb beat it to the draw. and as z watched the 
outcome of that battle, the name of a lawman 
came to mind from out of the old days. his nakfi 
was john slaughter and he was ohly a mite 
compared to some of the big, roaring badmen 
of his day. but when things came to a showdown 
and the smoke cleared, the big, tougm b adm en 
were buzzard bait and the little lawman with 
the cool eye was still standing. 

so, w.rds, don't go putting too much stock 
in how folks measure by the yardstick. the true 
measure of anyone is what's in his heart and 
spirit. remember that, and you, black jack and i 
will always be close pals. 

your* for more action and frihn ds, 

your fals, 



AND BLACK JACK TJ 
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